EPILOGUE

As he had grown older, a sort of nucleus of kindness had taken shape
within him, without its being really a part of his nature, and this always
constitutes a danger. And now his life had no direction; he felt as if he
had nothing to live for.

He was ashamed of being sopbsessed with his personal tragedy while
the whole country was in the grip of greaj events, while a dark canopy
had been drawn across the capital of the second greatest empire in the
world; and while beneath that star-spangled canopy, the catafalque for
a whole city, lay the unhappiness of fathers who had taken their sons
I to the station, of mothers who, even in the heart of summer, had in-
sisted on putting a woollen scarf into their soldier's pack, the anguish
of wives, of mistresses in beds so suddenly grown too wide, the despair
of fiancees faced with the postponement of their dreams, the terror of
pregnant women, of women in labour, the misery of frail humanity
among these threatened, too-fragile walls.

But, had he not been devoured by his own sorrow, would he have
been as sensitive, as receptive to the collective unhappiness, as capable
of imagining the distress of unknown people?

" Marie-Ange is safe in the country. All in all it's just as well. If
there are raids here she'll be in no danger. I ought to be glad to
have no one I love to be afraid for," he thought. And a moment
later he said to himself: "She'll probably come back. I shall see her
again. War alters many things. Besides, she'll certainly want to ask me
to do something for her brother."

There was a ring at the front door. He had dismissed his servants;
he went and opened it himself with the absurd hope that it might be
Marie-Ange, or perhaps a telegram from her.

"I've brought you your gas-mask, Monsieur le Ministre."

It was the concierge, appointed head of Civil Defence for the flats.
His thick white hair stood out in the darkness.

"They were distributed this afternoon," he went on.   "I said: 'I'll

Jtake Monsieur le Ministre's; he's so busy he'll certainly not think of it.

-We must protect Monsieur le Ministre! We haven't got too many men

like him/ So I've brought it up, just in case those pigs start throwing

gas-bombs at us tonight."

"Thank you very much, Monsieur Lecorne," said Simon, taking the
grey cylindrical box.

"They don't make one any younger, do they, Monsieur le Ministre?"
the concierge went on.

He wanted to talk, to be reassured probably.

"No, they make one no younger," Simon said.  "Thank you again."

He closed the door and went back to his study.

"I ought to have said something to that good chap. No doubt
his son Has gone."

He put the grey cylinder on the table.   He remembered having
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